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The wicked problem of child abuse 
  
 
Child abuse is a wicked problem as well as a link seen in the childhoods of many 
infamous serial killers.  A vast majority of those who grow up to be serial killers were 
abused in some manner during their childhood. People have commonly asked the 
question if serial killers are born or made. With the theme of a traumatic childhood, this 
may serve to prove that external factors are to be considered for why one may grow up 
to kill others. There is a cycle of abuse that leads to pain for so many people. Abuse is, 
for obvious reasons, a significant problem. What many don’t realize is that it is also a 
wicked problem extending past what is evident. Wicked problems are issues in our 
world that can not easily be solved as they are constantly changing. Child abuse is a 
wicked problem. Determining how to prevent serial killers is also a wicked problem. 
Though they are separate issues, solving one may be able to solve the other.  
 
John Wayne Gacy, Ted Bundy, Aileen Wuornose, and Edmund Kemper. These are 
some of the most infamous serial killers in American history. We all know the heinous 
acts they committed later in life, but what many don’t know is that they all share 
something else in common. They all faced some form of abuse during childhood. Gacy 
was subject to beatings from his alcoholic father. He was also bullied and alienated at 
school due to a heart condition. “John Wayne Gacy.”) (Bundy had quite an odd 
upbringing, living under the belief that his mom was in actuality his sister since he was 
raised by his grandparents. This deception is often interpreted as a form of neglect. 
Abuse isn’t always so visible or clear. Some things may not outwardly seem like abuse 
but still have the metal and physical impact of it. It is a spectrum, and even the smallest 
form of neglect can have a lasting impact on a child. It is also believed that Bundy faced 
 
physical and emotional abuse at the hands of his grandfather, though it has not been 
proven. He had a strained relationship with his mother due to his illegitimacy. Similarly 
to Gacy, he was also bullied in school. (Harmening) Wuornos had one of the most 
troubled childhoods. She was raised by her alcoholic grandmother and rageful 
grandfather after her father killed himself and her mother abandoned her and her 
brother. During this time, she was sexually abused by many individuals including her 
grandfather. In her teenage years the abuse continued, and she was kicked out of her 
home to live on the streets where she resorted to prostitution. (Atwell)The last example 
of a killer who had a traumatic childhood is Edmund Kemper. Kemper was raised by his 
alcoholic mother that saw him as a failure. When he was only ten years old his mother 
forced him to move into his basement because she feared he would harm his sisters. It 
is believed that his mother was both physically and mentally abusive towards Kemper.( 
Harmening) When learning more about the troubled childhoods of these individuals, it 
helps one to understand why they turned out how they did.  
 
Child abuse is one of the most heinous issues seen around the world. One that cannot 
be simply solved with laws or logic. For obvious reasons, the abuse of any child is 
already illegal and heavily condemned in the United States. It is most often tried as child 
endangerment and results in the loss of custody of the child or children. The sentence 
for child endangerment can range from one to ten years in prison with severe cases up 
to twenty years or more.(Gullatt) Even with these laws and societal views, the abuse 
persists. There are many reasons child abuse is a problem, the lasting effects it can 
have on the children are vast. A few of the most notable effects include: Interpersonal 
 
relationship problems, learning problems, PTSD, substance abuse, behavioral 
problems/violence, eating disorders, in addition to several other physical and mental 
health problems. (Hunter) Some children grow stronger and use their pain to help so 
that others won’t face the same thing as them. Others may have a much darker 
adulthood as a result of their past. To be clear, correlation does not equal causations. 
Not all abused children become serial killers, in fact, the majority do not. It is a crude 
assumption and far from the truth. However, the majority of serial killers were abused. 
According to the article The Incidence of Child Abuse in Serial Killers in a research 
study preformed, 100% of the serial killers studied had been abused during their 
childhood. Neglect, humiliation, and physical violence were most often seen along with 
some form of “sexually stressful events”(Mitchell, Aamodt) 
 
Abuse is much more common than one may assume with Do Something, a non-profit 
designed to advocate for young people and social change, stating that “It’s estimated 
that at least 1 in 7 children in the US has experienced child abuse and/or neglect in the 
past year.” This source also states that neglect is the most prevalent form of child abuse 
followed by physical, sexual, and psychological. Abuse does not discriminate between 
gender or race, though, those who are of low economic status are five times more likely 
to face abuse than their more well-off counterparts. In the year 2018 nearly half of all 
deaths of children younger than one age of one were results of abuse. The younger the 
victims are, the more vulnerable they are to abuse. Also in 2018, 76% of found child 
abusers were the parent of their victim. (Do Something) As stated previously, there are 
many physical and mental consequences of abuse. By understanding how common 
 
abuse truly is, it helps to paint a clearer picture why mental health is such a large issue 
in modern times.  
 
There are many different types of abuse. The main types of abuse that will be focused 
on are physical, emotional, sexual, and neglect. More often than not, those who become 
lust killers faced abuse as a child. Lust killers are those that murder in order to gain 
sexual gratification. “The prevalence of childhood abuse found among lust serial killers 
could be counted as a contributing factor toward creating a dysfunctional way of dealing 
with others, consistent with the punishment that they doled out to others.” (Mitchell, 
Aamodt) A potential result of abuse is difficulties with social interactions. Due to learning 
impairments and mental health issues such as depression and anxiety, it is common for 
abuse victims to have trouble interacting with others. Interpersonal relationships can 
become more difficult to achieve and maintain. (Turner) It is not difficult to understand 
why one may have trouble trusting others when those meant to protect them hurt them. 
A tainted view of others can easily be formed with fear instilled in one's being. 
 
There is no possible justification for the acts of a killer. Despite this, there is an 
understanding that can be had. Being raised under those kinds of abuse, one can see 
why there is a hatred for the world developed. If all one knows is pain, that becomes 
what they pass on to others. In The Cycle of Violence a study is discussed in which it 
revealed that “Abused and neglected children have a higher likelihood of arrests for 
delinquency, adult criminality, and violent criminal behavior (40) than the matched 
controls.”(Widom) It was found that abused children were more likely to be arrested as 
 
juveniles than the control group (26% versus 17% likelihood). As adults there was also 
a higher percentage for those who faced abuse or neglect (29%) whereas the control 
group of those who were not abused had the likelihood of 21%. It was also concluded 
that men had higher rates of criminality as juveniles and adults compared to women.  
 
Abuse victims becoming serial killers is a very unlikely extreme. The correlation is not 
that all abuse victims become serial killers, but rather, statistically, all serial killers are 
victims of abuse. There are many other potential outcomes for those who suffer from 
childhood trauma that are on the entire opposite side of the spectrum. Child abuse 
being such a heavy topic I find it important to highlight some survivors that used their 
experiences to help others. Oprah Whinfrey is a household name in the United States. 
She has done many amazing things including fighting for legislation to protect children, 
eventually resulting in the “Oprah Bill” signed into law by Clinton in 1993. “This bill 
guarantees strict sentencing of individuals convicted of child abuse.”(“Oprah Whinfrey”) 
As one can ascertain from the inclusion of Whinfrey, she is a survivor of abuse herself. 
As a child she was subject to verbal abuse and whippings. When Whinfrey was only 
nine years old she was sexually abused by her cousin as well as other male family 
members. She has spoken openly about the abuse she survived, being a voice for 
those who have suffered similar injustices. Oprah is one of many that have taken their 
trauma and used it to show others that they are not alone and should not be held back 
by what others have done to them. Another individual who has inspired many others is 
Maya Angelou. Angelou is a poet most known for writing about the tribulations of African 
Americans in the United States. Her works have been incredibly influential and are now 
 
incorporated into many public schools reading curriculum. As a child, Angelou faced 
many struggles due to her race. Financial hardships and violence were everyday  
challenges faced. Besides this, she was also the victim of rape at the age of eight. She 
used the trauma and challenges of her childhood to influence her works. Angelou 
brought the trials of African Americans to public view as she fought for equality and the 
end of violence. The results of abuse can vary vastly. Serial killers being one extreme 
and advocates such as Whinfrey and Angelou being the other extreme. Regardless of 
the adult one becomes; child abuse is still a wicked problem waiting to be solved.  
 
Seemingly, the best solution for the problem of how to prevent serial killers as well as 
abuse itself is as a simple as stopping child abuse. Ending abuse all together would 
also help to combat a plethora of other, more common, results. Rates of violence, 
depression, suicide, learning disabilities and many other potential consequences would 
decrease. It sounds like a simple solution, but truly is not at all. Everyone understands 
that abusing children is bad and yet it is still an ongoing problem. Seemingly the best 
solution is for everyone to keep an eye out. If anyone sees even the smallest form of 
what may be abuse, report it. Along with this, we need to improve the child protective 
service system. There is no doubt that CPS and other social workers care for the safety 
of children. Despite this, sometimes they do not see the abuse when investigating so it 
is assumed that it is not occurring or as bad as reported. I suggest that for any reported 
case there needs to be multiple and unannounced checkups. It is quite clear that if one 
is abusing their child, they will hide all evidence if they know someone will be coming to 
investigate. The best way to prove if there really is abuse going on is to visit without 
 
warning so there is no time to hide anything. In addition, the children that are suspected 
should be interviewed privately. If the abuser is in the room the victims may feel 
threatened and keep silent. Once the child is alone with someone they can trust and 
feel safe around, odds are they are more willing to open up. It is so important to catch 
child abuse early on.  Providing better prevention education to parents can help greatly. 
A study found two main issues parents found in regard to prevention. The first issue 
being a difficulty teaching their children of the dangers while maintaining their 
innocence. Being a parent, they do not wish to frighten their children, as a result the 
parents will often struggle to find ways to inform their children about abuse prevention. 
Second is the common social connections between victim and abuser. Parents will have 
a harder time reporting an abuser if they are a family member or close family friend. 
Due to the personal relationships some find it much more difficult to report the 
individual. Whereas, with strangers or child-care workers, parents were much more 
likely to report them. (Turner) Parents enabling the abuse of their children due to 
personal relationships is a large issue along with parents abusing their children 
themselves. No one deserves to fall victim to any sort of abuse, especially not innocent 
children at the hands of those that should be protecting them. It is not just important to 
end abuse for the children themselves, but for others that may become future victims. If 
serial killers are truly created as a result of their environment, everything that can be 
done to prevent that future should be. No one should ever feel scared or unsure about 
reporting seeming abuse. Even if the victimizer is someone you are close to or related 
to, if they are abusing any children in any way, then they are not someone worth 
 
protecting. Children are innocent victims that need to be protected by the adults around 
them, not left to feel as though there is no hope.  
 
When one is a serial killer, it can be assumed that they faced a childhood teeming with 
abuse. When a correlation like that is seen, it is easy for one to come to the conclusion 
that in order to prevent one from becoming a serial killer, we need to end child abuse. 
The real problem is how can this goal be accomplished. Child abuse is a problem so 
much greater than merely this outcome. Serial killing is the most extreme outcome, 
besides it there are common ones that still have a significant negative impact. Without 
question it should be stopped for any child, regardless of how they may turn out as an 
adult. Ending the cycle of abuse needs to occur as soon as possible. Protecting one 
child may result in many more being saved without ever knowing the potential danger 
they could have faced. Solving the wicked problem of how to end child abuse is 
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